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Abstract 

Claude McKay is a famous Jamaican writer, who is known as the first prominent 
writer of the Harlem Renaissance. Banana Bottom, a bildungsroman novel gives an exact 
picture of black people’s life in England and Jamaica. The novel is centred on the upbringing 
of a young Jamaican peasant girl named Tabitha Bita Plant. She is adopted by a white 
missionary couple, who lives in Eree Church Missionary at Jubilee. Bita, being a black, takes 
only what is necessary for her from the English upbringing. The novel portrays about her 
country, her people, and herself. This article focuses on the colour prejudice depicted in 
McKay’s Banana Bottom. Throughout the novel, the author highlights how the blacks are 
dominated, prejudiced, and discriminated by the white society. It highlights how the blacks 
are suppressed, oppressed, and forced to remain blacks to a greater extent. Blacks become 
very furious and emotionally blast when greater preference is given to the whites on the basis 
of colour prejudice. 

Key words: Colour prejudice. Cultural conflict. Identity, Black peasant, and Racial 
domination. 

Claude McKay is a prominent writer of the Harlem Renaissance. Harlem renaissance, 
popularly known as the new Negro movement or Negro movement, is florescence of African 
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American culture in 1920s, which paved the way for the development of literary, musical, 
theatrical, and visual arts. Moreover, Harlem Renaissance is the most competent movement 
in African American literary history. Carry D. Wintz and Paul Finkelman in Encyclopedia of 
the Harlem Renaissance Volume 1 A-J define Harlem Renaissance as “the most significant 
development in African American history in the twentieth century. It takes a very broad view 
of the renaissance and the linkage of this movement to the major social, political, and 
intellectual developments in early twentieth African American history” (preface ix). 

In the essay “Three Versions of Pastoral,” Robert Bone has divided McKay’s literary 
career into four phases. The first or provincial phase encompasses his first two books of verse 
namely. Songs of Jamaica (1912) and Constab Ballads (1912). The second or picaresque 
phase includes a book of poems Harlem Shadows (1922), and two novels Home to Harlem 
(1928) and Banjo (1929). The third or pastoral phase consists of a book of stories, 

Gingertown (1932) and a novel. Banana Bottom (1933). The fourth or retrospective phase 
includes an autobiography, A Long Way from Home (1937) and a sociological study, 
HarlemiNegro Metropolis (1940). He describes the protagonists of McKay’s Harlem stories 
as men and women divided against them. Trying to escape from their blackness and the 
penalties imposed upon them by the white world, blacks expose themselves to psychological 
disasters. They experience a brief moment of happiness while in pursuit of white ideals, but 
constantly it proves to be producing illusion. Later, some racial trauma intervenes to remind 
them that the barriers of caste are insurmountable. As a result, the blacks try to get rid of their 
psychological infatuation towards the whites. 

In Banana Bottom, a bildungsroman novel, the blacks’ experiences in England and 
Jamaica are effectively depicted. Tabitha Bita Plant, a young Jamaican peasant woman is the 
heroine of the novel. The novel portrays the contradiction between the white culture and the 
black culture. Bita Plant is the daughter of Jordan Plant, who is a black peasant man. She is 
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adopted by a white missionary eouple Reverends Maleolm Craig and Priseilla Craig, who 
wish to establish their ability by transforming a rebellious blaek girl into a eultured Christian. 
Therefore, Bita plant is given the opportunity to study Sound Education for seven years in 
England. Priscilla visits England and introduces Bita her fatherland as a place where the great 
writers like Shakespeare and Goethe lived. Bita is also introduced to the charms of Munich, 
Dresden, Eeipzig, and the Rhine towns and the birthplaces of Goethe and Beethoven. 

Through the conversation between Priscilla and Bita, readers could understand that 
Bita is brought to England to be auxiliary in the church missionary at Jubilee. Through her 
behavior, Priscilla reveals herself as a white dominant character who always suppresses the 
black in various aspects. McKay gives an exact picture of “the popular hypothesis of white 
superiority and dark inferiority and ‘survival of the fittest’ ” {Banana Bottom26). 

However, Bita escapes from Jubilee and visits her own village. Banana Bottom, for a 
weekend. She notices Jubban, her father’s drayman, who is a bold, self-confident and 
absolutely admirable black laborer of fine shape and natural dignity. Through the Jubban 
character, McKay portrays black people’s strangeness and faithfulness. In the course of time, 
Bita and Jubban get attracted to each other. Bita visits the swimming hole where as a child 
she had many delightful moments in Banana Bottom. In this situation, she realizes that her 
roots are in the rural country sides with the folk rather than with the westernized and 
Christian converts. While Bita attends a revival meeting with Squire Gensir, who is a free 
thinker of British settler from aristocratic background. He is a serious student of Jamaican 
culture and an advocate of black self-esteem. But when the revival meeting becomes a 
religious party, Bita blinks and dances wildly, unaware of being abused by her surroundings. 
She is rescued by Jubban, who also subsequently rescue her from the sexual advances of 
Tkrthur Gengley, a wealthy white man. Jubban and Bita decide to marry. Bita invites two of 
her friends namely Belle Black and Yoni, who would help Bita in her wedding preparations. 
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Bita with her friends visits the eity of Kingston to stay for a few days to buy her wedding 
clothes. When Bita was at Jubilee with Craigs, they stayed in a private house with the white 
friends of the Craigs. While travelling to the chief town independently, she finds it difficult to 
find a decent place to stay with her friends. 

All the respectable hotels and boarding-houses had developed a policy of excluding 
the black or dark-brown guests. For such guests, the hotels were either always filled up or if 
there were vacant rooms, they were always reserved. Most of the managers of the hotels were 
light- coloured people. In some quarters it was said that American tourists objected to the 
presence of dark-coloured persons in the hotels in which they stayed. Jamaica was developing 
a good business in American tourist trade and was decent to the people who made up the 
overwhelming majority of its population. In this context, McKay aptly highlights the light 
skinned people’s life style; 

During the epoch of slavery the lighter- skinned offspring of white men and black women 
had privileges that the black slaves had not. Although the Eurafricans were slaves the 
majority of them were attached to the masters’ households, while the blacks worked in the 
fields. Many of the Eurafricans children were sent abroad to be educated by their fathers and 
some time came into possession of landed property and even became slave-owners 
themselves. Pretty and elegant Eurafricans girls invariably became the mistresses of white 
planters and it is recorded that they were even sold at fancy prices by their fathers for that 
purpose. (BB296) 

Although Eurafricans were not free, they established a group with their limited 
privileges. They looked down with despite upon the pure blooded Africans. Though slavery 
was abolished, the blacks who were poor got only low white collar jobs, like clerk and shop 
girls. The women were not compelled to be the mistress of the white masters because the 
Eurafricans had already developed a strong group pride. 
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Squire Gensir was aware of the racial discrimination against the blacks, particularly in 
the city. So he advises Bita to meet the owner of a particular hotel, where the manager 
happened to be a dark-brown man. When Bita visits the hotel, she could meet only a light- 
colored woman, who tells her that the owner is out of station. The light-colored woman 
unable to bear the blacks, treats them harshly and thrashes them by saying that there was no 
vacancy. Bita understands the reality that the hotel does not accept any black person as a 
guest. Bita and her friends Yoni and Belle Black feel insulted for being blacks. Through this 
event, readers could understand how the black people are hurt physically and psychically. 
Langston Hughes, a famous Harlem Renaissance writer, also portrays a similar issue in his 
short story entitled “On the Road.” Through the short story, Langston Hughes depicts the 
prejudice and discrimination behavior found in America. Similarly, the readers of McKay 
could realize the harsh reality of racism faced by the blacks in the city of Kingston. 

Bita, by writing a letter to Squire Gensir expresses her plight and Squire Gensir 
arrives in the city by the next afternoon’s train. When the hotel owner returns from his visit to 
the country. Squire Gensir protests to him against the manner in which the young black 
women were treated and expresses her anguish that such conditions exist in Jamaica. The 
hotel owner apologizes, pointing out that he was not at the hotel when the incident occurred. 
He feels ashamed when he finds a white man intervening to obtain fair treatment for the 
Negroes. The housekeeper was sent out and Bita, Belle Black and Yoni are given 
accommodation in the hotel. As they needed a lot of things, so they go to a big shop in the 
main business street. The head lady clerk is a very sociable, cheerful, light coloured person 
who had been assigned to wait upon them. 

While the lady clerk was attending the girls, she sees an “octoroon woman” (298), an 
important customer. The woman seems habituated to being served always by that clerk. As 
she wanted only a small thing, the lady clerk excused herself from the girls and asked them to 


IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Elumanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019 


379 


wait for a while, to serve the regular customer. In a resentful spirit, Belle Black interprets that 
even the slight insult makes her to lose her temper and takes a gun as an angry protest 
towards the lady clerk in the shop. The manager of the shop admits that it was a mistake and 
assures that he would never allow any such discrimination against the black people in future. 
He also states that blacks were his biggest and important customers and the only colour that 
mattered in his shop was the colour of money. Due to this kind of prejudice, the blacks are 
forced to involve in violent actions. A similar prejudice could be observed in Richard 
Wright’s Native Son. In the novel, the Readers can come across the ways in which white 
racism forces blacks to face the pressure to a dangerous state of mind. 

To sum up, Claude McKay in Banana Bottom highlights how the blacks are 
dominated, prejudiced, and discriminated by the white society. This paper depicts how the 
blacks are forced to remain suppressed and oppressed forever in all aspects. The blacks 
become very furious and emotionally blast when greater preference is given to the whites on 


the basis of colour prejudice. 


IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Elumanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019 


380 


Works cited 

McKay, Claude. Banana Bottom. San Diego: Harcourt, 1961. Print. 

Wright, Richard. Native Son.London : Jonathan Cape, 1970. Print. 

Bone, Robert. “Three Versions of Pastoral.” Twentieth- Century Literary Criticism. Ed. 

Dimauro, Laurie, et ah, vol. 41. Detroit: Gale Research, 1991. 328-329. Print. 

Cary D, and Finkleman Paul. Preface. Encyclopedia of the Harlem Renaissance. Ed. Cary D, 
and Finkleman. Vol. 1. A-J. New York: Routledge, 2004. ix. Print. 

Hughes, Langston. Something in Common and Other Stories. New York: Hill and Wang, 
1963. Print. 


